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1
METHOD OF CONFIGURING A MACHINE
VISION APPLICATION PROGRAM FOR
EXECUTION ON A MULTI-PROCESSOR
COMPUTER

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

Not Applicable

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT

Not Applicable

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a machine vision system,
such as those used to inspect objects moving along a manu-
facturing assembly line; and more particularly to configuring
software for the machine vision system to execute on a par-
ticular computer.

2. Description of the Related Art

Machine vision systems include a camera for producing a
video image of an object to be analyzed and a computer that
receives the video image and executes software that analyzes
the image. The computer may also be programmed to operate
other equipment in response to the results of the analysis. For
example, if the image analysis determines that a product on a
manufacturing assembly line has a defect, the computer may
operate an actuator that diverts the defective product off the
assembly line.

The user of a machine vision system is able to purchase the
camera and a circuit board that inserts into a conventional
personal computer to interface the camera to that computer.
The circuit board stores a snapshot video image for analysis
by software that is executed on the personal computer. Such
software available from a number of companies, such as the
VisionPro® software marketed by Cognex Corporation of
Natick, Massachusetts, USA. The image processing software
includes a basic program and a library of a large number
routines, known as tools or tool routines, which enable the
basic program to perform specific operations. For example,
different tool routines are provided to perform pattern match-
ing, barcode reading, color identification, finding edges of
objects, and locating lines and geometrical shapes, as well as
other functions.

The user configures the software to analyze images of a
particular object, such as a product traveling along an assem-
bly line for example. In doing so, the user selects the specific
tool routines needed to perform the desired image analysis to
adapt the basic program for that application. For example, the
software may be configured to determine whether a pattern in
an acquired image of the object matches a reference pattern
stored in the computer memory. Such pattern matching can be
employed to determine whether a product has been properly
manufactured with various elements, such as holes and com-
ponents, present and properly located.

Historically the machine vision software ran on a computer
that had a single processor. In recent years, inexpensive mul-
tiple processor computers have become available. For
example, personal computers are now available with multiple
“core” processors from Intel Corporation of Santa Clara,
Calif., USA, which have two or four separate cores in the
single integrated circuit. Often these devices are referred to as
a dual or quad core processor in that the cores are formed on
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a single integrated circuit, but in essence, the cores are sepa-
rate processors which execute different sets of instructions
simultaneously and independently. Another version of a mul-
tiple processor computer can be produced with totally sepa-
rate integrated circuits forming each individual processor. In
addition computers have a general purpose processor and a
special purpose processor, such as a math or geometry copro-
cessor, for executing specific types of instructions. Thus the
term “multiple processors” refers to any computer that has
components that enable different sets of program instructions
to be executed simultaneously or in parallel. Such different
sets of program instructions may be from different software
program or from the same software program. Execution of
different sets of program instructions simultaneously in par-
allel on multiple processors is distinguished from “concurrent
execution” of different sets of program instructions which
occurs in a time division multiplexed manner on one proces-
sor.

The increase in availability of multiple processor comput-
ers has lead the developers of machine vision software to
adapt that software for execution on those computers. The
suite of software tool routines is often provided with two
versions of each tool routine, one for a single processor sys-
tem and another version that can be executed on multiple core
processors. This required the end user, when selecting a par-
ticular tool routine during the program configuration for a
specific application, to choose either the single processoror a
multiple core version of that tool routine for incorporation
into the application program. Because machine vision appli-
cation programs frequently contained a relatively large num-
ber of tool routines, this tool by tool designation of the num-
ber of processors was time consuming. During subsequent
execution machine vision application program, the multiple
core version of each tool routine automatically used all the
processor cores on the processor and could not be configured
to use less that all the processor cores.

Nevertheless, there were times when one of the processor
cores has to be dedicated to executing another application
program and thus less that all the cores of the processor
integrated circuit were available for execution of a machine
vision program tool routine. If in that situation the machine
vision program was configured to use all the processors onthe
computer, execution of that program had to contend with
other programs demanding to use some of the same proces-
sors. Therefore previous machine vision software for mul-
tiple processor computers was not optimized for a variety of
possible computer operating conditions and situations.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A method to analyze an image id performed by a machine
vision system that has a computer with one or more proces-
sors. That method provides software that includes a plurality
of tool routines which are individually selectable by a user
and which perform a variety of image analysis functions. At
least some of the tool routines are able to be executed simul-
taneously on multiple processors. A machine vision applica-
tion program to analyze a particular image of interest is cre-
ated by selecting certain ones of the plurality of tool routines
to perform that analysis. As part of creating the machine
vision application program a maximum number of processors
on the computer are designated as available for executing a
machine vision application program. That maximum number
may be less than the total number of processors on the com-
puter. For example it may be desirable to reserve one or more
of the processors for the simultaneous execution of another
program. When the machine vision application program
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operates, each of the selected tool routine is configured use no
more than the maximum number of processors.

An aspect of the present method is that each tool routine
used by the machine vision application program configured to
use a number of processors that is equal to a lesser of the
maximum number of processors and the greatest number of
processors that the respective tool routine is capable of using
simultaneously.

Another aspect of the present method is that two separate
tool routines are able to be executed simultaneously on dif-
ferent processors.

Another aspect of the present method is that designation of
the maximum number of processors can be changed dynami-
cally by the machine vision application program, during
execution, changing the maximum number designation.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic depiction of a machine vision system
adjacent an assembly line; and

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the personal computer in the
machine vision system of FIG. 1.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

With initial reference to FIG. 1, amachine vision system 10
is located adjacent an assembly line 11 that transports objects
12 and 13 along a direction indicated by arrow 14. The
machine vision system 10 comprises a camera 16 that pro-
duces a video image as each object passes nearby. The video
images are transferred via a cable 15 to a computer 18, such as
apersonal computer. The computer can operate equipment on
the assembly line in response to analysis of the video images.
For example, the computer 18 operates a diverter 19 which, if
operated at the instant depicted in FIG. 1, would push object
13 off the assembly line 11 onto a bin or other receptacle on
the opposite side from the diverter. In that manner, items that
are detected by the machine vision system 10 as having a
defect can be removed from the assembly line.

As shown in FIG. 2, the computer 18 has a central process-
ing unit (CPU) 20 that comprises four processors 21, 22, 23,
and 24, which can simultaneously execute separates set of
software instructions, in a manner known as parallel execu-
tion. Those different sets of program instructions can be from
different software programs or from the same software pro-
gram. Each processor 21, 22, 23, and 24 is interfaced via
separate cache memory 26, 27, 28, and 29, respectively, to a
primary bus system 31. For example, the CPU 20 may be a
Core™ 2 Quad processor available from Intel Corporation.
The computer 18 also includes a math co-processor 25, that is
a conventional device adapted to execute mathematical soft-
ware instructions and is interfaced via a fifth cache memory
30 to the primary bus system 31. The primary bus system 31
also is connected to the memory 32 and to a video and key-
board interface 33 to which a monitor 34 and a computer
keyboard 36 are coupled. Disk controllers 38 interface a
CD-ROM 40 and a conventional hard drive 42 to the primary
bus system 31.

The computer 18 is connected to an external local area
network 44 by means of a LAN interface 46. If the camera 16
produces an analog image signal, the cable 15 from the cam-
era is connected to a commercially available interface circuit,
commonly referred to as a “video frame grabber” which
acquires and temporarily stores the video images from for
analysis. If a digital camera is used, that video frame grabber
is replaced by a standard USB port or other type of digital port
that interfaces the camera 16 to the computer with the
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acquired digital images being stored in the memory 32. The
cable to the diverter 19 in FIG. 1 is connected to a USB port
45.

Image processing software is loaded into the computer
memory 32 and includes a basic program and a library of a
plurality of tool routines, which enable the basic program to
perform specific operations. Tool routines are provided for
pattern matching, barcode reading, color identification, find-
ing edges of objects, and locating lines and geometrical
shapes, as well as other well known image processing func-
tions. Many of the tool routine are written to be executable
both on one processor and on multiple processors simulta-
neously, with the number of the processors being assigned
when each tool routine executes depending upon how many
processors are available for use at that time, as will be
described. Some of the tool routines perform relatively
simple functions and do not require the capability to be
executed simultaneously on multiple processors.

After the image processing software has been loaded into
the computer 18, the user commences execution of that soft-
ware and initiates its configuration mode by entering appro-
priate commands into the keyboard 36. The configuration
mode enables the user to create a machine vision application
program to perform defined analysis operations on images
acquired from the camera 16. One step in the configuration
mode requires the user to designate whether the computer 18
has a single processor or multiple processors. If the computer
has multiple processors, the user is further asked to specify
globally the maximum number of processors that will be
available for use by the machine vision application program.
This number may be equal to or less than the total number of
processors in the computer 18, i.e. the four general purpose
processors 21-24. In other words, the machine vision appli-
cation program does not have to be configured to use all the
processors in the computer. It may be desirable to specify less
than the total number of processors on the computer, so that at
least one processor will be reserved to be available for execut-
ing another application program that may be required to run
simultaneously with the machine vision application program.
For example, the computer 18 may also control another func-
tion of the assembly line 11 and it may not be desirable to
delay that function while the machine vision application pro-
gram is analyzing an image. As a consequence, the user may
specify that a maximum of three processors can be used
simultaneously to execute the machine vision application
program, even though the computer 18 has a total of four
processors 21-24. It should also be recognized that some tool
routines require less than the designated maximum number of
processors available to the machine vision function, in which
case the execution of that tool routine will only use the num-
ber of processors required. This global definition of the maxi-
mum number of processors to use affects execution of all the
machine vision tool routines and other parts of the machine
vision application program. The user does not have to specify
individually the number of processors to be utilized by each
tool routine. The designation of the maximum number of
processors available foruse by the machine vision application
program is stored in table of configuration data within
memory 32. Such configuration data tables are well known
for use with programs in general and machine vision appli-
cation programs in particular.

The user then continues to create the machine vision appli-
cation program by sequentially selecting the specific tool
routines from the routine library that are required to perform
the desired analysis of an image of interest. For each selected
tool routine, the user also defines execution parameters in the
same manner as was done for previous machine vision pro-
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grams. The tool selection process continues until all the tool
routines needed for the specific machine vision application
program have been chosen and configured. Completion the
machine vision application program setup is designated by
the user via the keyboard and monitor 34, at with time that
program is stored in the computer memory 32.

The machine vision system 10 then is placed in an operat-
ing mode in which the computer 18 executes the machine
vision application program and images are acquired periodi-
cally from camera 16 for analysis. Upon being called for
execution by the machine vision application program, each
tool routine accesses the configuration table to obtain the
global designation of the maximum number of processors
that are available. Based on that designation, the tool routine
automatically configures itself for execution on a certain
number of processors. That number of processors is the lesser
of the maximum number of processors globally designated
for use by the machine vision application program and the
greatest number of processors that the particular tool routine
is capable of using. For example, even though there may be
four processors designated as available to the machine vision
operation, the tasks performed by a specific tool routine may
only need one or two of processors and thus that tool routine
becomes configured for only one or two processors. Another
tool routine that performs a relatively simple function, e.g.,
merely detecting the presence of any object in the image, may
require only a single processor for speedy execution.

The machine vision application program contains standard
instructions for interfacing with the multiple processors in a
conventional manner, such as is well known for a computer
that has a Core™ 2 Quad processor integrated circuit from
Intel Corporation and a corresponding operating system. The
execution of the machine vision application program and
particularly the embedded tool routines employs what is com-
monly referred to as multithreading. Programs are made up of
execution threads which are sequences of related instructions
that can be run simultaneously on different processors. In the
simplest case each thread could be from a separate program,
whereas in the context of the present invention the threads are
all from the machine vision application program but relate to
different operations. In one case, the instructions of different
tool routines may run on different processors so that the same
image is analyzed for separate features at the same time. For
example, an optical character reader tool routine can be read-
ing the characters on an object in the image, while another
tool routine, executing on a different processor, is looking for
a defined geometric pattern in the image. Thus threads from
different tool routines are executed simultaneously. In
another case, the same tool routine may be executed on mul-
tiple processors at the same time to increase the speed at
which an image is analyzed, thereby partitioning the work-
load of the tool routine among separate processors. For
example, if there are four processors available, the image can
be divided into distinct quadrants with each quadrant being
analyzed simultaneously by the same tool routine on a differ-
ent processor. Thus the image is evaluated by that tool routine
up to four times as fast as compared to a single processor
computer.

Instructions in the machine vision application program
also can change the designation in the configuration table of
the maximum number of processors available for use. This
enables various sections of the machine vision application
program to be ableto use different numbers of processors. For
example one section that performs rudimentary functions that
require only a few processors may execute when the configu-
ration table designates a small maximum number of proces-
sors, thereby freeing the remaining processor for other func-
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tions or application programs. Another section of the machine
vision application program that performs more intensive
image processing may commence with an instruction that
changes the global designation of the maximum number of
processors available to a larger number, so that all the pro-
cessors on the computer can be employed to analyze different
portions of an image simultaneously.
The foregoing description was primarily directed to a pre-
ferred embodiment of the invention. Although some attention
was given to various alternatives within the scope of the
invention, it is anticipated that one skilled in the art will likely
realize additional alternatives that are now apparent from
disclosure of embodiments of the invention. Accordingly, the
scope of the invention should be determined from the follow-
ing claims and not limited by the above disclosure.
The invention claimed is:
1. A method for analyzing an image by a machine vision
system that has a computer with one or more processors, said
method comprising:
providing image analysis software that includes a plurality
of machine vision tool routines that are individually
selectable by a user and that perform different machine
vision image analysis functions, wherein each tool rou-
tine is capable of being executed both on one processor
and simultaneously on a plurality of processors to ana-
lyze an image;
creating a machine vision application program by selecting
particular tool routines of the plurality of tool routines;

designating, via the image analysis software, a program
maximum number of processors on the computer that
are available for executing the machine vision applica-
tion program thereby producing a program maximum
number designation, wherein the program maximum
number may be less than a total number of processors on
the computer;
designating, for each of the particular tool routines of the
plurality of tool routines, a respective tool-routine maxi-
mum number of processors representing a respective
subset of the program maximum number of processors;
and
executing the machine vision application program wherein
each of the particular tool routines is configured to use
simultaneously one or more processors, up to the respec-
tive tool-routine maximum number of processors;

wherein executing the machine vision application program
comprises at least one tool routine of the plurality of tool
routines analyzing different sections of the image simul-
taneously on different processors.

2. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein executing the
machine vision application program comprises simulta-
neously executing different ones of the plurality of tool rou-
tines on different processors.

3. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein executing the
machine vision application program simultaneously uses a
number of processors that is equal to a lesser of the program
maximum number of processors and a greatest number of
processors that the machine vision application program is
capable of using simultaneously.

4. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein executing the
machine vision application program comprises configuring at
least one of the plurality of tool routines for simultaneous
execution on more than one processor.

5. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein executing the
machine vision application program comprises configuring at
least one of the particular tool routines of the plurality of tool
routines for simultaneous execution on a number of proces-
sors that is equal to a lesser of the respective tool-routine
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maximum number of processors and a respective greatest
number of processors that the at least one of the particular tool
routines of the plurality of tool routines is capable of using
simultaneously.

6. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein while execut-
ing the machine vision application program, each tool routine
of the machine vision application program is configured to
use simultaneously as many processors as that respective tool
routine requires, up to the respective tool-routine maximum
number of processors.

7. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein executing the
machine vision application program comprises simulta-
neously executing two separate tool routines on different
processors.

8. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein, while execut-
ing, the machine vision application program changes the
program maximum number designation.

9. A method for analyzing an image by a machine vision
system that has a computer with one or more processors, said
method comprising:

providing image analysis software that includes a plurality

of machine vision tool routines that are individually
selectable by a user and that perform a variety of image
analysis functions;

creating a machine vision application program by selecting

certain ones of the plurality of tool routines;

receiving from a person, using the machine vision applica-

tion program to analyze an image, a designation of a
program maximum number of processors on the com-
puter that are available for executing a machine vision
application program, wherein the program maximum
number is less than a total number of processors on the
computer,

designating, for each of the certain ones of the plurality of

tool routines, a respective tool-routine maximum num-
ber of processors that is smaller than the program maxi-
mum number of processors; and
executing the machine vision application program wherein
such executing may not simultaneously use more than
the program maximum number of processors, and
wherein each of certain ones of the plurality of tool
routines is configured to use one or more processors, up
to the respective tool-routine maximum number of pro-
Cessors;

wherein executing the machine vision application program
comprises simultaneously executing at least two of the
certain ones of the plurality of tool routines on different
processors.

10. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein each one of a
group of the plurality of tool routines is capable of being
executed both on one processor and simultaneously on a
plurality of processors.

11. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein executing the
machine vision application program simultaneously uses a
number of processors that is equal to a lesser of the program
maximum number of processors and a greatest number of
processors that the machine vision application program is
capable of using simultaneously.

12. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein executing the
machine vision application program comprises configuring at
least one of the certain ones of the tool routines of the plurality
of'tool routines for simultaneous execution on more than one
processor.

13. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein executing the
machine vision application program comprises configuring at
least one of the certain ones of the plurality of tool routines for
simultaneous execution on a number of processors that is
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equal to a lesser of the respective at least one tool-routine
maximum number of processors and a respective greatest
number of processors that the at least one of the certain ones
of the plurality of tool routines is capable of using simulta-
neously.
14. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein executing the
machine vision application program comprises changing the
program maximum number designation.
15. A method for analyzing an image by a machine vision
system that has a computer with one or more processors, said
method comprising:
providing software that includes a plurality of tool routines
that are individually selectable by a user, and that per-
form different image analysis functions, wherein each
tool routine is capable of being executed on one proces-
sor or a plurality of processors and at least one tool
routine is capable of being executed both on one proces-
sor and simultaneously on a plurality of processors;

creating a machine vision application program by selecting
certain ones of the plurality of tool routines;
receiving from a person using the machine vision applica-
tion program to analyze an image input specifying a
program maximum number of processors on the com-
puter that are available for executing the machine vision
application program thereby producing a maximum
number designation, wherein the program maximum
number is less than a total number of processors on the
computer,
designating, for one or more of the certain ones of the
plurality of tool routines, a respective tool-routine maxi-
mum number of processors representing a respective
subset of the program maximum number of processors;
and
executing the machine vision application program wherein
each ofthe one or more tool routine is configured to use
simultaneously one or more processors, up to the respec-
tive tool-routine maximum number of processors;

wherein executing the machine vision application program
comprises simultaneously executing at least two sepa-
rate tool routines on different processors.

16. The method as recited in claim 15 wherein executing
the machine vision application program comprises changing
the program maximum number designation.

17. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein designating,
via the image analysis software, the program maximum num-
ber of processors comprises employing software that enables
a person using the machine vision system to specify the
program maximum number of processors.

18. A machine vision system including a computer that
comprises:

a plurality of processors;

a storage device containing:

(a) image analysis software that includes a plurality of
tool routines which are individually selectable by a
user and which perform different image analysis
functions, wherein at least one tool routine is capable
of using more than one processor simultaneously to
analyze an image, and

(b) a machine vision application program defined by a
selection of certain ones of the plurality of tool rou-
tines, including the at least one tool routine; and

an input device operable, by a person using the machine

vision application program, to designate a program

maximum number of plurality of processors that are
available for executing a machine vision application
program, thereby producing a program maximum num-
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ber designation, wherein the program maximum number
is less than a total number of processors on the computer;

wherein the plurality of processors are configured to des-
ignate, for each of the certain ones of the plurality of tool
routines, a respective tool-routine maximum number of 5
processors that is smaller than the program maximum
number of processors;

wherein executing the machine vision application program
comprises simultaneously executing at least two of the
certain ones of the plurality of tool routines on different
processors;

wherein, when the computer executes the machine vision
application program, each of the plurality of tool rou-
tines is configured to use simultaneously one or more
processors, up to the respective tool-routine maximum
number of processors; and

wherein, during execution by the computer, the machine
vision application program changes the program maxi-
mum number designation.
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19. The method as recited in claim 18 wherein the com-
puter is configured to execute the machine vision application
program so that each one of a group of the certain ones of the
plurality of tool routines is executed simultancously on a
different processor.

20. The method as recited in claim 18 wherein the com-
puter is configured to execute the machine vision application
program by simultaneously using a number of processors that
is equal to a lesser of the program maximum number of
processors and a greatest number of processors that the
machine vision application program is capable of using
simultaneously.

21. The method as recited in claim 18 wherein during
execution by the computer, the machine vision application
program changes the program maximum number designation
such that different sections of the machine vision application
program use different numbers of processors.
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